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THE MASQUERADE AS TOTAL THEATRE 


Sogo nalen ye 
Alijene sogo 
Bee ka tuubi Ala ye 
Dan te dinye na 

The animal has come 
The animal from paradise 
Everyone has to submit to Ala 
The world has no limits 

The Segou region in south-central Mali is home to a lively tradition of puppet 
masquerade that has its origins in the pre-colonial era. These performances are 
organized under the auspices of the local village youth association and are public 
events. In creating performances, local masquerade troupes not only draw upon the 
theater’s long history, but also actively pursue the creation of new characters that can 
respond to contemporary issues and concerns. It is this dynamic intersection between 
tradition and innovation that gives the theater its immediacy and allows the puppet 
masquerades to continue to be an important and popular artistic context for the 
production of knowledge and meaning in the 21st century. 
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Kirango, a village along the Niger river, 35 km from the town of Segou, is well-known 
for its masquerades. Its population consists of Bamanan agriculturalists and Bozo/ 
Somono fishermen. Performances include a variety of types of puppets and masks: 
straw figures, wooden rod puppets, body puppets, as well as face, crest, and shoulder 
masks. 

Many of the characters represent animals, domestic and wild, from the past and from 
the present. The animals remind the people of a time when wild animals were 
plentiful; most of these have since disappeared from the landscape. Beyond their 
physical appearance, they are symbols of the virtues and vices of man and serve as 
guidelines on how to live and to behave. 

No difference is made between puppets and masks; both are called 'sogo' (animal), and 
serve the same purpose: to represent bush spirits, animals and human beings through 
concealed men. Some of the large puppets carry small rod puppets on their back, 
which 'dance' as well. There are visible dancers as well: the guide who accompanies a 
'sogo' and the members of the youth association, who perform circle dances and have 
jumping contests. Moreover, individuals from the public may dance with a puppet or 
mask to show their respect or admiration. The dances of the puppets and masks (by 
hidden dancers) serve to express their characters, whereas the (visible) people-dances 
are a means of expressing feelings of togetherness and joy. All these different ways of 
dancing are accompanied by drumming and singing by two lead singers and a chorus 
of women. The songs refer either to particular qualities of the characters, make a 
reference to a particular narrative legend, or serve as metaphors for a variety of 
human behaviors. They are intended to flatter the character, to heighten its prestige, 
and to move the dancers to action. The music is performed mainly on drums. The 
female chorus keeps time with wooden clappers and calabash rattles. Music, song and 
dance play an important role during the masquerade. With the participation of the 
bystanders, this truly can be called 'total theatre'. 
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Drummers 



Singers 
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Dancers 


The Bozo are the 'inventors' of the puppets: the oldest types are made only of grass 
and represent bush spirits. The Bozo fishermen call their masquerade ‘do bo’, the 
secret comes forth; the Bamanan agriculturists call it ‘sogo bo’, the animal comes forth. 
The events are organized by the ‘tonw’, youth associations of the respective quarters. 
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COLLECTIVE MEMORY: REMNANTS OF THE PAST 


The initiation societies of the Bamanan have practically disappeared, due to influences 
from islam and Christianity. Still, some remnants of these societies are present in 
today’s masquerades, either through their forms or through their names. For example, 
the Ndomo, Nama, and Kono societies are represented through 'sogow' of mythical 
animals that carry knowledge through their symbolism. They are accompanied by 
rhythms (‘ndomodun', ‘namadun’, ‘konodun’) and dances (‘ndomodon', ‘namadon’, 
‘konddon’). 

The Komo society was dedicated to the ancestors. This is why all manifestations begin 
with the slow and majestic dance of the Komo (‘komodon’). The song goes as follows: 

Jiriba 

Jiriba binnen nyogon soro man di 
Dugu maakdrobaw de ye jiribaw ye 
Jiriba binnen nyogon soro man di 

Giant tree 

It is not easy to replace a fallen giant tree 
The village-ancestors are giant trees 
It is not easy to replace a fallen giant tree 

During the masquerade, the members of the Bamanan youth association perform a 
sketch imitating traditional ceremonies of the Komo (which was active in Kirango 
until the 1960s). It shows the village-chief and his entourage, who dance the 
‘komodon’, to show the younger generations a dimension of the traditional beliefs. 

The ‘namadon’ accompanies a song for the fetish of the Nama as well as the actual 
'sogo': 

A jiginna so 

Subagaw faa boli jiginna so 
Jama bee y’o ye 

He has returned to the house 

The fetish that exterminates the sorcerers has returned to the house 
Everybody has seen it 

The Bozo also have a character that refers to the more secret side of the masquerade: 
the creator-god Faaro. He is the object of a cult by the people that live on the banks of 
the Niger river. Once a year, they bring him offerings of ‘to’ (dish prepared with 
millet), milk, white kola nuts and a white cock. The puppet has the shape of a 
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mermaid with long disheveled hair which comes from being in the water. The 
Bamanan have copied this puppet, but show it in the form of a small puppet on the 
back of a large 'sogo'. 

Ba Faaro, i ni to ye 
San o san, i ka an kene to 

Mother Faaro, here is your plate of ‘to’ 

Each year, you will give us good health 



Faaro - Bozo 
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Faaro - Bamanan 


The activities mentioned above show a secret, serious (‘sebe’) side of the masquerade, 
as opposed to the entertainment (‘tulon’) provided by the rest of the 'sogow'. It is also a 
way to remember the past. 
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THE ANIMALS AND THEIR ROLE IN THE 
MASQUERADE 


The puppets and masks represent animals that still are present in daily life or existed in 
the past. There are domestic animals like cows, horses, goats, sheep, donkeys, dogs (in 
the case of the Bamanan; domestic animals are less frequent in Bozo masquerades) 
and wild animals like antelopes, buffaloes, lions, elephants, giraffes, hyenas (Bamanan) 
and crocodiles, hippopotamuses, various types of fish (Bozo). The Bozo and the 
Bamanan still depend on some of these animals for food and transport, or derive 
prestige from hunting them. 

The Bamanan have copied a number of characters from the Bozo, such as the hyena 
Nama, or the antelope Kon (called Daje by the Bamanan). They show water animals 
as well, for example a crocodile in the form of a small puppet. The Bozo have copied a 
few Bamanan puppets in their turn. This may be considered a sign of mutual respect 
(“Because we are neighbors”). 

The masquerade animals look and move like their natural counterparts, and do not 
have human properties, as is the case with animals in fables and stories in other parts 
of the world. They are a way of teaching young people and women -who do not 
hunt- about the animals that surround(ed) them. Many of them have a symbolic 
meaning: they represent or stand for something else. A symbol goes beyond that what 
is visible and tangible; it opens the door to the world of mystery. Some of the animals, 
like the buffalo, have supernatural powers, and can transform into other forms. (The 
hunters can transform themselves as well.) 

Birds are divided in domestic birds (pigeon, swallow, guinea-fowl), wild birds (ostrich, 
hornbill) and water birds that feed on fish (cormorant, pelican). They are hunted with 
rifles or caught in traps, for food (except the swallow, which is burnt to make a 
traditional medication against asthma). 

Older masquerades have the form of a cage-like wooden structure covered with either 
cloth and/or grasses that serves as the animal’s body. They are paraded by day on 
boats on the river (Bozo), or in the public square by day or by night (Bozo and 
Bamanan). 

Some have a straw body and a wooden head (rod puppet). Their frames are relatively 
small, and carried by one man. They are shown only at night and represent domestic 
animals (sheep), and bush animals (antelopes and hyenas). 
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The largest form of puppets consist of a carved wooden rod puppet head that emerges 
from the front of a cage-like wooden structure covered with cloth, that serves as the 
animal’s body. Young men hidden within the body dance the 'sogo' and animate the 
rod puppet head by raising and lowering it and twirling and swinging it from side to 
side. Some of these large ‘sogow’ carry small puppets on their back (‘maaninw’, little 
people) that are manipulated from below by rods and strings. 
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The wooden rod puppets and face masks are made by Bamanan blacksmiths; other 
types are made by the members of the Bamanan and Bozo youth associations. 



Carving of head of antelope ‘Cew ye kelen ye’ 


The songs that accompany the animals do not tell stories, but speak of values that are 
important to the Bamanan and the Bozo. The animals and their accompanying songs 
are means of informing the public what is important in society, thereby transmitting 
important values. 
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MASQUERADE CHARACTERS, 
TRADITIONAL AND MODERN 


Nin sogo 

Nin sogo te sogo ye 
Nin sogo ye jine ye 

This animal 

This animal is not an animal 
This animal is a spirit 
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TRADITIONAL BOZO PUPPETS 


The oldest Bozo puppets are entirely made of straw, or cloth and straw. No wood is 
used. Contrary to the modern puppets, the oldest puppets do not represent aquatic 
animals but spirits and land-animals. They were all copied by the Bamanan, albeit in 
other shapes. 


HYENA (Nama) 

The hyena is made entirely out of straw; it is the first character to appear at night. 

Maa den ta y’o 

Nama ko a na maa den ta y’o 

Ka yaala n’o ye 

Yoro jan jaso 

Nama ko a na yoro jan jaso 
Ka yaala n’o ye 

He takes the child away from the people 

The hyena says he takes the child away from the people 

To walk around with it 

He goes far to catch it 

The hyena says that he goes far to catch it 

To walk around with it 

J j Listen to this song on Y OuTube 
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Hyena (Nama) 












The following large Bozo puppets (Antelope, Horse, Bird) consist of a wooden head, 
covered with cloth and decorated with multi-colored ribbons and strings. Their bodies 
are made of cloth, or cloth and straw. Some of them carry small puppets made from 
cloth on their backs. They are only shown during the day, on a boat and on the public 
square. 



Antelope (Kon) 
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Horse (So) and Bird (Kono) 


HORSE (So) 


Wooden frame, covered with cloth. On its back, it carries a small puppet in the shape 
of a horseman, made out of cloth. The first song praises the Horse: it is relatively quiet 
and accompanies it to the square. 

So karafe 

Ko duman be cew bolo 
So yelen, sotigi yelen 
A na ka nisondiya yelen 
Nin ye ko duma ye cew bolo 


The bridle of the horse 

It is a good thing in the hands of men 

One sees the horse, one sees the horseman 

He has come in good spirits 

It is a good thing in the hands of men 


Listen to this song on Yoill llbe 
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The second song is more lively, and talks about the drums that accompany the Horse. 


Soden Mali la, soden Mali la 
Jama, soden Mali la 
Dununkan bora, dununkan bora 
Jama, dununkan bora 

Foal of Mali, 

People, the foal of Mali 

The voice of the drum has come out 

People, the voice of the drum has come out 
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BIRD (Kono) 


Kono yo, Kirina kono nalen 
Yankaw m’a ye 

N ko, lailaila, Mamadou Rasouloula 
N ko, jonni ka kono don? 

Fatmata Yara ka kono don 
Kanbe Bakari ka kono don 

Kono, the bird from Kirina has come 
The people here have not seen it 
I say, there is one God and Mohammed is his Prophet 
I say, whose bird is it? 

It’s Fatmata Yara’s bird 
It’s Kanbe Bakary’s bird 

J j Listen to this song on Y ouTube 


The reference to Mohammed reflects the fact that the Bozo are Muslim, and the 
mention of the names of Fatmata Yara et Kanbe Bakary shows the importance of 
ancestors. 
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ANTELOPE (Kon) 


This puppet is made from cloth and straw; it is paraded on a boat in the afternoon. 
The song that accompanies it goes as follows: 

Sogo u dennin kelen, kungo la sogo u dennin kelen 

N’i ma sogonin faacogo don 

Kan'i sen da u dennin kan 

Kungo la sogonin ye jenni dennin ye? 

Bina Moussa Dembele den 
Sogonin ye jenni dennin ye? 

Bamoussa Jire den 
Sogonin ye jenni dennin ye? 

Adama Minta den 

The only child of the jungle animals 

If you don’t know how to kill the small animal 

You shall not touch their child 

The small animal of the jungle, whose child is it? 

It is the child of Bina Moussa Dembele 
Whose child is it? 

It is the child of Bamoussa Jire 
Whose child is it? 

It is the child of Adama Minta 

J j Listen to this song on Y OuTube 
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Antelope (Kon) and Wild Animal (Jarawara) 


WILD ANIMAL (Jarawara) 

Jarawara is one of the animals that is paraded on a boat, often together with the 
Antelope. It is made of cloth and straw, and moves its body upwards and downwards, 
as if praying. At night, it is the last character to appear. 

Wara j o ye, Jarawara j o ye 
Ba la , wara ye ba la 
Ko a na seli, wara ko a na seli 
Jarawara ko a na seli 

The lion is right, the wild animal is right 
On the river, the lion is on the river 

He says that he is going to pray, the lion says that he is going to pray 
The wild animal says that he is going to pray 
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COW (Misi) 


Domestic land animals (‘sanfe’) like the sheep, cow, horse, etc. have their counterparts 
in the water (‘jila'). The Cow is one of the oldest characters in the Bozo repertoire; its 
Bozo name is ‘Bakara’. It is rarely seen, because the spirits use it as a form of 
transport. The puppet is shown during the day, on a boat. At night, it is held on a 
leash, to control its wild movements which scare people. The song goes like this: 

Bakara y’a donna 
Segou-Sikoro cebaw kolon 
Bee bolila 
U ma ye bi 

The cow has danced 

The lazy great men of Segou-Sikoro 

Have all run away 

They have not been seen since 



Cow (Misi) 
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SNAKE (Sa) 


The python (Mininyan) is performed at night by the Bozo. The fishermen say that 
there are big river-snakes. 

Sa mininyan 
Saba saya man gelen 
F'a komaden de ko 

The snake, the python 

To kill a big snake is not difficult 

Except for the children who stay behind 

j j Listen to this song on YouTube 

The chief of a family is compared to a big snake. When he dies, it is no problem for 
him, but who will take charge of his family? 



Snake (Sa) 
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MODERN BOZO PUPPETS 


More modern types perform in the water or on land; they represent mainly aquatic 
animals such as various types of fish, crocodiles, hippopotamuses, birds, a snail, and so 
on. They are made of a bamboo frame covered with cloth (or other material like 
plastic or calabashes) and are manipulated by a man crawling inside it; one might call 
it a ‘body puppet’. At times they perform in pairs, male and female. 



Cat-fish (Kibafin) 



Snail (Kote) 
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Pelican (Taladunkono) 
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FISH (Konkonje - Brachysynodontis) 

Konkonje i ka dogd 

I sogo ti kaako fa 

Nka i bone bi kurun kunu 

Konkonje, you are small 

Your meat does not fill a large shell 

But your pain can make a boat sink 

This catfish has poisonous spines that can hurt fishermen badly. 



Catfish (Konkonje) 


There are a number of fish that have traits of land-animals, such as Sojege (Horse-fish, 
because of his horse-shaped head), Sajege (Snake-fish, because of its colors) and 
Wulujege (Dog-fish, because of its sharp teeth). 
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Horse-Fish (Sojege) 



Snake-Fish (Sajege) 



Dog-Fish (Wulujege) 
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PORCUPINE (Bala) 


The porcupine, a land animal, is very popular with the Bozo who have copied it from 
the Bamanan. Its spines are used to spin cotton, and women use them to undo their 
braids. Since the porcupine has disappeared because it is the prey of hunters, a 
masquerade was made so that people could get to know it. Its is shown during the day 
as well as at night. 

Tununa, Bala, tununa 
Yankaw, Bala yera so 
Tununa, Bala, tununa 
Kungo la Bala tununa 
Yankaw, Bala yera so 

The porcupine has disappeared 

People! we have seen the porcupine in the house 

The porcupine has disappeared 

The porcupine from the bush has disappeared 

People! we have seen the porcupine in the house 



Porcupine (Bala) 
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SCORPION (Buntenin) 


Buntenin is a water-scorpion (the Bamanan copied it, along with the song).They often 
perform in pairs because they represent twins. The song goes as follows: 

Bama jo 

Kasafune ani Wasafune jo 
Filani ka ko nin b'a jo 

Bama is right 

Kasafune and Wasafune are right 
He who is born after the twins is right 

J J Listen to this song on YouTube 

Bama is the first woman to give birth to twins. Twins are favorite people, together with 
those who are born directly after them. They are always right, and one should not 
contradict them. 



Scorpion (Buntenin) 


30 





TURTLE (Tawu) 


The Turtle is an ambivalent animal, insofar as it lives in the water, but lays its eggs on 
land. It is shown only at night. 

Denba, onke, Kara Denba 
Ka baro diyara 

Sini ka baro bora, Tiongoni Sini ka baro bora 
Kamanje ka baro bora, Nyamina Kamanje ka baro bora 
Toroba ka baro bora, Kirango Toroba ka baro bora 

Denba, yes, Denba from Kara 
The conversation has been good 

The conversation of Sini has come out, the conversation of Sini of 
Tiongoni has come out 

The conversation of Kamanje has come out, the conversation of Kamanje of 
Nyamina has come out 

The conversation of Toroba has come out, the conversation of Toroba of 
Kirango has come out 

Sini, Kamanje and Toroba are the names of the ‘komo’ (fetish of a powerful initiation 
society of the Bamanan) of their respective villages, in this case their manifestation in 
the shape of a masquerade animal. Because the Bozo and the Bamanan live in such 
close proximity, some Bozos have been initiated in the Bamanan secret societies, in 
appreciation of the beauty of their fetishes. The tortoise may therefore be considered a 
fetish of the Bozo. 



Turtle (Tawu) 
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INSPIRATION FROM OTHER SOURCES 


Recently, young Bozo have been inspired by animals they have seen in other countries 
like Ivory Coast, where they go fishing for shrimp. Illustrations in books or television 
programs are also sources of inspiration, as are the animals witnessed with other 
groups, whose creation is admired and copied. 



Shrimp (Zonzon) 
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Whale 



Dolphin 
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The short songs that accompany these more recent animals do not have the depth of 
the old songs. Moreover, much depends on the creative talents of the singers, which — 
in the case of the Somono— is not particularly developed. They begin by naming the 
persons who have made the puppets, and who accompany it, and express their 
happiness at its appearance. 


There are also face masks representing animals, like Gonfarinman, the Mean 
Chimpanzee.They are made of wood and painted. 


THE MEAN CHIMPANZEE (Gonfarinman) 

The Chimpanzee is seated on the front of the first boat; he opens the masquerade, on 
land as well as on water. His costume is made from strips of plastic bags used to pack 
rice. 

Nalen ye, Gonfarinman yere nalen ye 
O ye, namaaw bee y’i son don 
Wara son caman 

He has come, Gonfarinman himself has come 
All those who have come know your bad behavior 
The very bad behavior of the wild animal 

(The correct translation for ‘gon’ is ‘baboon’, but the people in Kirango call him the 
‘mean chimpanzee’.) 
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TRADITIONAL BAMANAN PUPPETS 


HYENA (Nama) 

Nama is a very special type of straw puppet that performs only at night. It is copied 
from the Bozo and represents a bush spirit. It is made entirely out of straw and moves 
around in a rather wild manner. Since one is not supposed to see the puppeteer, it is 
forbidden to photograph these straw puppets. It is the first animal to appear in the 
evening session. 


HYENA (Suruku) 

This puppet has a wooden head and a body covered with cloth. It has a special place 
in the Bamanan bestiary. Although not as strong as the lion, it sometimes defeats the 
king of the jungle. The accompanying song is rather explicit: 

I ye kamalen ye 

Jara wolo be suruku kan na 

Really, you are strong 

The skin of the lion is around the hyena’s neck 

In many villages the pond is not only a source of water, but also provides fish for the 
people. But the selfish hyena prevents the others to take advantage of its benefits. 

Falen ye ko tu la, nama 
Falen ye, dow kongoto 

The hyena is satisfied, in the woods near the backwater 
Satisfied, while others go hungry 
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Hyena (Nama) 








BIRD (Kono) 


This rod-puppet is lavishly decorated, with a long, articulate beak and a crest on its 
head. It was carved by Manyan Coumare, a famous blacksmith and performs only by 
day. Malikond, bird of Mali, announces the rain, dancing gracefully and flapping its 
wings. He lives on the shores of the rivers; when the waters rise he flies towards other 
horizons, to come back when the waters recede. It is manipulated by one man and has 
no small puppets on its back. 

I ye, kono, i dan ka na 
Malikond, i be sanga la 

You, bird, you are welcome 
Malikond, you are popular 

Balakono, ba ji donna fala la 
Balakono, sogo dayoro banna 

Balakono, muso jigi y'a wolofa (woloba/balima/wolodenw/furuke) ye 

Balakono, sogo dayoro banna 

Balakono, wolofa (etc.) te i fe de 

Balakono, sogo dayoro banna 

Balakono, i k'i jigi da Ala kan 

Bird of the river, the river water has inundated the terrain 
Bird of the river, the animal has no place left to lie down 
Bird of the river, a woman can count on her father 
(mother/siblings/children/husband) 

Bird of the river, the animal has no place left to lie down 
Bird of the river, you do not have a father (etc.) 

Bird of the river, the animal has no place left to lie down 
Bird of the river, you can count on Ala 

J j Listen to this song on Y OuTllbe 

The bird has no place to lie down, and neither has the woman; she has no parents, 
family, or husband to support her. She depends on Ala. This song shows the 
importance of family. 
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Bird (Kono) 




There are many 'sogow' that represent antelopes; many of them have supernatural 
powers. 


ANTELOPE (Daje) 

Daje (White mouth) has a a wooden head and a straw body and performs only at 
night. It has supernatural powers: it is said to be the ‘horse’ of the bush spirits 
(‘wokuloninw’): masks that perform in pairs, by young boys armed with a kind of bow 
and arrow. According to legend, a Bozo fisherman was abducted by bush spirits, who 
taught him the art of puppetry. The Bamanan copied them from the Bozo. 

Sogow nalen ye ko daje sara 
Sogo te daje bo saramaya la 
Daje sarama o 
Sogo makari be 

The animals have come to announce the death of the antelope 
No other animal is as graceful as the antelope 
Graceful antelope 
I pity you 

The animal is pitied, because the hunters will kill it. 



Antelope (Daje) 


39 




Spirit (Wokulonin) 



The day-animals of the Bamanan are bigger and entirely covered with cloth; the head 
of the animal is a large rod puppet. They represent bush animals such as antelopes 
and buffaloes and are manipulated by two or three men inside. 

ANTELOPE (Cew ye kelen ye - Men are equal) 

On his back Cew ye kelen ye carries smaller rod puppets showing daily life: a farmer, a 
weaver, a woman spinning cotton. Snakes wind around his horns. It is said that 
antelopes and snakes ‘go together’ and that they have special powers.The song says 
that men may be equal in some contexts (in the field; or where the men chat with each 
other), but on a battlefield they are not. 

U ye kelen ye 
Cew ye kelen ye 

Konin kelen be cew bo nyogon na 
Cikeyoro la cew ye kelen ye 
Sumunkeyoro la cew ye kelen ye 
Nka kelekeyoro la cew be bo nyogon na 

They are equal 
Men are equal 

One small thing differentiates men 
In the fields men are equal 
In the conversation-place men are equal 
But on the battlefield men are different 





SHEEP (Saga) 


This puppet has a wooden head and a body made of straw covered with pieces of 
cloth. It appears only at night The Bamanan believe that the male sheep is the 
protector of the family; this domestic animal is often seen in courtyards. When it dies 
people do not mourn the animal, because they believe that by his death bad luck has 
been diverted. The head of the family replaces it as soon as possible. The song that 
accompanies the sheep shows the close relationship which exists between the Fulani 
and the sheep: 

Ne ni fulaw henna 

Ne ni koronfe fulaw henna 

Ne ni fulaw henna 

Ne ni tilebin fulaw henna 

Ne ni fulaw henna 

Ne ni kenyaka fulaw henna 

Ne ni fulaw henna 

Ne ni worodugu fulaw henna 

Olu be taa bo jonni ye 

Olu be taa bo yugubasaga ye 

I have met the Fulani 

I have met Fulani from the East 

I have met the Fulani 

I have met Fulani from the West 

I have met the Fulani 

I have met Fulani from the North 

I have met the Fulani 

I have met Fulani from the South 

Whom did they go to visit? 

They went to visit the woolly sheep 

The Fulani are nomadic herdsmen, who buy and sell sheep. The song shows the 
interdependence of the Bamanan, the Bozo and the Fulani. 
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Sheep (Saga) 
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MODERN BAMANAN PUPPETS 


A more recent type of puppets are entirely made of cloth and represent animals with 
four legs, such as a horse, a giraffe, a camel, etc. They are manipulated by one or two 
men, and do not have small puppets on their backs. 


HORSE (So) 

Horses are much appreciated for their speed and their beauty. They were the mounts 
of the warriors at the time of the Kings of Segou and are the pride of their actual 
owners. 

So boli de 
N be n ka so boli 
So boli 

Sotigi b’a ka so boli 
Karafe t’o da la 

The horse runs 

I ride my horse fast 

The horse runs 

The rider makes his horse run 

No bridle in its mouth 



Horse (So) 
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GIRAFFE (Ntilen) 

The giraffe is compared to a graceful woman. Sometimes they perform in pairs. 
Ntilen sogo, sogo jan de, ka nyi de 

Nye min be muso kan (nunkala/cekise/nyinkise) kono, min be muso nye 
O bee be sogo la 

Giraffe, you are tall and pretty 

The charms of a woman are her neck (nose/waist/teeth) 

The animal has it all 



Giraffe (Ntilen) 
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CAMEL (Nyaame) 


The song that is dedicated to the camel informs us that he lives in the desert, far from 
water, and that he is associated with the Moors. 

Nyaame 

Batige ma diya i la 
Suraka nyaame 
Batige ma diya i la 

Camel 

You do not like crossing the river 

Camel of the Moors 

You do not like crossing the river 



Camel (Nyaame) 
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There are also face masks representing animals, like Gonfarinman, the Mean 
Chimpanzee, and crest masks like the couple of antelopes - Ciwaraw. They are made 
of wood and painted. 


THE MEAN CHIMPANZEE (Gonfarinman) 

The Mean Chimpanzee holds a pipe in his mouth and has two striped horns on his 
head: white (the color of purity) and black (the color of negativity). He walks around 
on the morning of the masquerade and visits important persons, thereby announcing 
the beginning of the festivities. He is accompanied by a guardian who holds him on a 
string, a group of persons in charge, and young girls and boys who sing and dance; all 
this accompanied by young boys playing the drums. During the masquerade, the 
Mean Chimpanzee also performs after the introductory dances, keeping order in the 
space where the manifestation takes place. 

(The correct translation for ‘gon’ is ‘baboon’, but the people in Kirango call him the 
‘mean chimpanzee’.) 

The song is a homage to Bakari Togora, who used to accompany this mask; it 
compares him to a lion because of his bravery: 

Kera wara ye 

Bakari Togora kera wara ye 
Wara sima 

He has become a lion 

Bakari Togora has become a lion 

A hairy lion 

j j Listen to this song on Y OuTube 
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Gonfarinman, the Mean Chimpanzee — Bamanan 
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ANTELOPES (Ciwaraw) 


The Ciwara antelope masks represent mythical animals, half-man and half-animal, 
who taught men to practice agriculture (‘ci’ = agriculture, ‘wara’ = wild animal). The 
male is a koba hippotragus antelope (Daje) and the female an oryx gazelle 
(Dankalankule). During the masquerade they perform as a couple, symbolizing the 
strong young farmers, male and female. The dancers wear the masks on top of their 
heads and their bodies are covered with long strips of vegetal fibers. They are 
accompanied by men and women with hoes, imitating work in the field. 

Denba, i ni daba 
Fula Denba, i ni daba 
Denba/Bamananden yelenso ye daba ye 

Greetings, Denba, with your hoe 

Greetings, Denba the Fula 

The hoe is the mount of Denba/the Bamanan 

j j Listen to this song on Y OuTllbe 

This song is a homage to Denba, a Fulani farmer who knows how to handle the hoe 
well. Denba Diakite was a renowned farmer and the hoe is his ‘horse’. Both are quick. 
The expression “the hoe is the mount of the Bamanan” has a double meaning: the 
farmer straddles his instrument like a horseman would his horse; moreover, it is 
considered a means to ‘go far’, a way to acquire a reputation in a society based on 
working in the field. 



Antelopes (Ciwaraw) 
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A number of interesting oppositions may be noted in relation to the puppetry. In 
Kirango, the Bozo fishermen dwell along the shore of the Niger river, whereas the 
Bamanan farmers dwell more inland. The modern Bozo characters represent aquatic 
animals, whereas the animals of the Bamanan are land-based. There are great 
differences between day puppets and puppets that are shown at night. The Bozo day 
puppets are paraded on boats and in the water, whereas the Bamanan puppets are 
only shown on land. The differentiation between domestic and wild is also quite 
present, as is the difference between real life animals and mythical animals. 
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CHILDREN’S MASQUERADES 


A few weeks after the masquerade of the adults, the Bamanan children organize their 
own manifestations.The puppets and masks of the children basically imitate those of 
the adults (the chimpanzee, antelopes), but there are no ‘strong’ animals like the hyena 
or the buffalo (although there is a Striped Wildcat). 

These ‘sogow' are made by their comrades, who are sons of blacksmiths/woodcutters. 
The female singers and the drum players are beginners, as are the manipulators of the 
'sogow' and the dancers. This way, young children learn their future role in the 
masquerade and assure its survival. 



Antelope 
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Antelopes (Ciwaraw) 
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Gonfarinman, the Mean Chimpanzee 
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Striped Wildcat (Warabacaco) 

The Bozo children also organize their own manifestation, once every two or three 
years (the last one was in 2012, just before Tabaski, an important muslim holiday). 
Almost all the 'sogow' of the adults are shown, during one afternoon and one evening, 
except important 'sogow' like the Bird and Faaro. They are paraded on boats and on 
land, in a somewhat smaller size. 


54 





HUNTERS 


The Bamanan are famous for their hunting skills. The hunters constitute an old and 
powerful brotherhood, of which one becomes a member by vocation. The 
transmission of knowledge takes place from master to disciple. The essential part of 
the esoteric teaching imparted is based on the healing power of plants, the knowledge 
of the characters of animals, and the learning of magic incantations. All of this 
knowledge bestows a special status upon the hunters. They are often great therapists, 
feared and respected by everyone. Oral tradition attributes the founding of many 
villages and often empires and kingdoms to hunters. This is the case with Sunjata 
Keita, the founder of the empire of Mali, and of Mamari Coulibali (called 'Biton'), 
founder of the Bamanan kingdom of Segou. 

Once a year the hunters gather for a feast, during which they dance around in a circle, 
shooting their rifles, with the musicians playing amidst them. Two to three men play 
the 'donsongoni' (hunter's harp, made from a large calabash), and two men the 
'ngenyeme' (iron grater). Sometimes the hunters ululate and the sound of the small 
hunter's flute can be heard. The harp player also beats upon the calabash with his ring, 
as a rhythmic accompaniment. The 'donsongonifo' or bard of the hunters, is one of 
the important persons of the hunters' brotherhood. He is the animator and the 
memory of the group. Therefore, he is the depositary of the mythical stories, the 
biographies of the great masters which he recites at their gatherings. 

J j| Listen to a hunters’ song on YouTllbe 



Bamanan hunters 
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They are represented as small ‘sogow' (‘maaninw’) armed with rifles, often seated on 
the head of a large animal. 



Small hunter-puppets on an elephant head 
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The Bozo are renowned hunters (and fishermen) as well. The following song talks 
about the bravery of a Bozo man called Bangere: 

A’ ye bo a nye 

A’ ye bo Bangere nye 

Warafaa donso 

Make way for him 
Make way for Bangere 
Hunter killer of wild animals 



Bozo hunter with crocodile 
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STRONG ANIMALS 


An interesting category is that of the 'strong' animals; they are difficult to capture. The 
Bozo and the Bamanan share a number of characters, but it is the powerful aquatic 
animals associated with Bozo hunting and powerful land-based animals associated with 
Bamanan hunting that serve to distinguish one group's repertoire from the other. 

Some animals, like the buffalo and some antelopes (Bamanan) and the cow (Bozo), can 
transform themselves into human beings. 

The Bozo perform important aquatic animals like the dog-fish, the crocodile, the 
hippopotamus and the manatee. The accompanying songs praise the animals, the 
hunters, and the ancestors. 


DOG-FISH (Wulujege) and NILE PERCH (Saalen) 

The dog-fish (Wulujege - Hydrocynus brevis) and the Nile perch (Saalen - Lates 
niloticus) can become quite large; they are difficult to catch and cause damage to the 
fishermen’s nets. Thus, to catch one of these tasty fish may be compared to the capture 
of a buffalo by a Bamanan hunter. There are many songs that praise these fish and 
those that catch them. 



Dog-Fish (Wulujege) 
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Nile Perch (Saalen) 


A song compares them to a golden mirror, when they jump in the water or are caught 
in a net. 

Dugare 
Sanu dugare 
Wulujege kera dugare 
Sanu dugare 

Aw ma naafigi kan men wa? 

Aw ma ngunanfaki kan men wa? 

K'u bi baden teriw nege bona 

Mirror 

Mirror of gold 
Dog-fish is like a mirror 
A mirror of gold 

Have you not heard the words of the indiscrete person? 

Have you not heard the words of the person who speaks badly about others? 

Trying to separate the children of the same mother? 

J j Listen to this song on Y OuTube 
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Another song for these big animals goes as follows: 

I ni baara be, i ni baara 
Kongun masa u fo, i ni baara be 
Wulujege ba jatigilu, a ni baara be 
Ne bi Kongun masa u fo, u ni baara be 
Jakakina cemisen u fo, u ni baara be 
Saalen ba jatigilu, a ni baara be 

Gaoussu Karabenta/Mamadi Niono/Suleyman Niare/Mamoutou Famanta si u fo, u 
ni baara be 

We greet you (at work) 

We greet the kings of Kongun 

The hosts of the great dog-fish, we greet you 

We greet the kings of Kongun 

We greet the young men of the Jaka quarter 

The hosts of the great Nile perch, we greet you 

We greet the descendants of Gaoussu Karabenta/Mamadi Niono/Suleyman Niare/ 
Mamoutou Famanta 

The hosts of the dog-fish are the fishermen. 
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CROCODILE (Bama) 


The crocodile is a much-feared animal: it is quick and attacks everybody. 
During the masquerade this animal often appears in pairs - male and female - 
accompanied by hunters. 

Joona, wulila bama ye 
Taasila bama ba 
I joona wulila 
Fen min ma dugulen to 

The crocodile has come out quickly 

The big crocodile of Taasila 

He has come out quickly 

The animal that does not spare the villager 



Crocodile (Bama) 
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HIPPOPOTAMUS (Mari) 

The following song for the hippopotamus celebrates the prowess of the Bozo: 

A y’a mine n’a ke kinin bolo 

K’a mine n’a ke numan bolo 

A ye faali ke kinin bolo 

K’a mineli ke numan bolo 

Namama y'a kan kari, Kalajo y'a kan kari 

He has taken it with his right hand 
He has taken it with his left hand 
He has killed with his right hand 
He has taken with his left hand 
Namama/Kalajo has broken its neck 

Namama and Kalajo are hunting dogs, 
j j Listen to this song on Y OuTube 



Hippopotamus (Mari) 
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MANATEE (Ma) 


The manatee (also called ‘sogofin’, black animal) often performs in pairs. Several songs 
accompany them, such as ‘Dimi semen’: 

Aw jo sensen, aw ye dimin sensen, ni ko duma ye 
Yankalu bi maa ben, ni ko duma ye 
Aw jo sensen, aw ye dimin sensen, ni ko duma ye 
Aw ye Elisa Samake sensen, ni ko duma ye 
Italikalu bi mogow ben, ni ko duma ye 
Aw jo sensen, aw ye dimin sensen, ni ko duma ye 
Jakakina cemisenlu sensen, ni ko duma ye 
Faransikalu bi mogow ben, ni ko duma ye 

Drag the big fishing net gently, in a nice way 

The people from here meet people, in a nice way 

Drag the big fishing net gently, in a nice way 

Lead Elisa Samake* in a slow procession** gently, in a nice way 

The people from Italy*** meet people, in a nice way 

Drag the big fishing net gently, in a nice way 

The young people from the Jaka quarter drag gently, in a nice way 
The people from France**** meet people, in a nice way 

* Elisa Samake = Elisabeth den Otter 
** Sign of respect 

*** 'Italy' should have been 'Holland', Elisabeth's country of origin 
**** The group performed in Paris, March 2008 

J j Listen to this song on YOU llbe 
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Manatees (Maw) 


The Bozo do not have male singers to accompany the strong animals any more; this is 
done by two Bamanan singers who ‘copy’ the Bozo songs, by ear, from an audio¬ 
cassette. Needless to say this entails a loss of meaning. 
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Signature land-based animals among the Bamanan are animals from the bush, such as 
the buffalo, the lion, the elephant and the python. 


BUFFALO (Sigi) 

Few hunters can say that they have killed one in their lifetime; accounts of the Segou 
region evoke stories of great hunters that have contended with buffaloes. It is said that 
Sigi the buffalo is the mount used by spirits. He symbolizes strength and the power of 
tradition. 

Sigi ye ba ko 

Sigi dankelen ye ba kb 

Kurun te 

Sigi is on the other side of the river 

The solitary buffalo is on the other side of the river 

But we do not have a boat 

The absence of a boat to cross the river and to go look for the buffalo could indicate 
the impossibility for man to reach the animal; the river could symbolize the barrier 
that separates the profane from the mythical. 

J jl Listen to this song on YouTube 

Another song dedicated to Sigi expresses the admiration that people have for this 
'sogo'. Just as any father is proud to have a child that is valued by his neighbors, this 
character - because of his beauty and his majesty - is the pride of the youth association 
that organizes the masquerade. He dances on the slow rhythm of ‘sogodun’, 
accompanied by the best drum players. 

Den ye 

Sigi dankelen ye jonni den ye 
N’a ko ma diya i ye 

It is a child 

Whose child is it, the solitary buffalo? 

One has to love him 
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Buffalo (Sigi) 
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ELEPHANT (Sama) 


The accompanying song emphasizes very important aspects of Bamanan society: 
‘sinjiya’ (mother’s milk, fraternity) and ‘badenya' (children of the same mother, 
understanding). 

Aw ma sama jolen ye, sama 
Samajigi jolen ye, sama 
Sama dira joni ma dinye kono? 

Sama dira cemisenninw ma dinye kono 
Sama dira joni ma dinye kono? 

Sama dira npogotigininw ma dinye kono 

Ka sinjiya tugu 

Ka badenya tugu 

Saya te jon si faa 

N’i don ma se 

Don’t you see the elephant standing, elephant 

The male elephant standing, elephant 

To whom has the elephant been given in this world? 

The elephant has been given to the young men in this world 
To whom has the elephant been given in this world? 

The elephant has been given to the young women in this world 

To reinforce fraternity 

To reinforce understanding 

Death does not kill anyone 

If his day has not come 



Elephant (Sama) 
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LION (Wara) 


In the Bamanan bestiary, the lion symbolizes strength, virility, bravery and power. He 
is the king of the animals, as may be heard in this song: 

Wara ni wara man kan 
Wara nalen ye 
Wara ni wara man kan 
Jarawara nalen ye 
Kankari mansa 

One wild animal does not equal another wild animal 
The wild animal has come 

One wild animal does not equal another wild animal 
The wild lion has come 
The king that breaks necks 

Another song praises the hunters that accompany the masks, simulating a hunting 
party: 

Kungodonso 

Sigi dankelen faabaa 

I ye kobake donso ye 

Hunter of the bush 

Killer of the solitary buffalo 

You are the hunter who does great things 

Their costumes are made from painted cloth and they lean on sticks as fore-paws. 



Lions (Waraw) 
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STRIPED WILDCAT (Warabacaco) 


This mythical animal is frequently evoked in hunters’ tales. It is said to be a solitary 
wild animal that has no pity for its own kind and for humans. 

This puppet is striped, with a very large head, small ears and eyes, and a wide-open 
mouth with powerful teeth. The word ‘warabacaco’ indicates a courageous man, who 
has survived dangerous situations and can perform miracles. The puppet is very lively 
and swirls around the performance space. He is much liked and is the last to appear in 
the afternoon session. 

The song that accompanies Warabacaco goes: 

Warabacaco, jonni y’e lamaa 

A wuyo konjo, Warabacaco 

Den bee t'i a fa nyogon bo, Warabacaco 

Warabacaco, who has provoked you? 

Alas, you are strong and stupid like the hyena, Warabacaco 
Not all children equal their father 

The Bamanan classify their children in three categories: those who do not reach the 
level of their father; those who equal their father; and those who surpass their father. 
The children of the first category are considered not worthy to carry their name, 
whereas those of the second category have the merit to preserve their patrimony. Only 
children belonging to the third category are the pride of their parents insofar as they 
arrive at raising the prestige of their family to a level never attained by their 
ascendants. This is why a good father utters the following vow: “Ala ka fen bo an na 
fen min ka fisa an ye” (May Ala give us children that surpass us). 

The admiration that people have for Warabacaco is expressed in these two lines: 

Wara kera nyogon yebali ye 
Wara nyogon man da kotu la 

One has not seen a wild animal like him 
A wild animal like him was not born in the thicket 
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Striped Wildcat (Warabacaco) 
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SNAKE (Mininyan - python) 

The snake character comes out every three years, during the night. It belongs to the 
category of ‘serious’ 'sogow'. 

Sa y’i kolonkolon 
Sa ba y’i kolonkolon 
Mininyan ba 

Sa ka bon Mininyan ye 
Sa si te Mininyan bo 

The snake has rolled himself up 
The big snake has rolled himself up 
The big Mininyan 

A snake may be bigger than Mininyan 
No snake equals Mininyan 
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GOMMUNITAS, COMMUNICATION 
AND CULTURAL IDENTITY 


For the people of Kirango, the masquerade offers an opportunity to be together with 
relatives and friends, to show off their finest clothes, and to express their joy through 
dancing elegantly 

The purpose of the festival is to re-establish a sense of unity and to draw people back 
into the village in order to celebrate its identity as a community However, there is also 
the possibility of bringing to the surface the contradictions inherent in social 
experience. Unity and solidarity are reflected in songs referring to mutual 
understanding and love, saying that children of the same mother, friends, family and 
the wives of one man should love each other. Individuality and competition can be 
seen during the acrobatic competitions and when new puppets are paraded. For the 
duration of the festival everyday social relationships are reversed. Young people 
become the actors while the elders are the onlookers. 

Communication, verbal as well as nonverbal, takes place during these masquerades. 
Important cultural information is passed on, from performers to public. The message 
is ‘wrapped’ in puppets, masks, music, song, dance, and costumes: symbolic forms of 
image and sound. Within the framework of the masquerade the people celebrate their 
origins and their relation to the animals of the land and of the water. 
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THE FUTURE 


Increasingly such factors as formal schooling, the out-migration of youth to cities, 
islamization, internal unrest and the lack of adequate funds to finance masquerades, 
have contributed to their demise in many communities. At the same time the 
government has recognized the masquerade as an important part of Mali’s national 
cultural heritage and has encouraged and supported the participation of local troupes 
in regional, national, and international festivals. A relatively new phenomenon is 
cultural tourism. This could in time deteriorate in a performance-on-command, where 
the groups are no longer in control of their own culture. In Kirango, while this 
tradition still holds sway over the hearts and minds of the community, what will the 
future be for its village-based youth associations and for their masquerades? While the 
theater has always been open to innovation, it has also remained grounded in the 
shared history of the village. Will increasing privatization and globalization end up by 
decoupling the theater from its collective roots? 


The following song composed by Merouba, is very well known, and reflects the current 
situation of the Bozo. 

Sanga nyogon jenni ye 
Bosodenw y'a ni nyenama mine 
Saalen kene faabaaw taarida 
Wulujege kene faabaaw taarida 
Bajiba gindobaaw tununa de 

Who can compare to you 

The Bozo capture their prey alive 

The hunters of fresh Nile perch are gone 

The hunters of fresh dog-fish are gone 

They who knew the secret of the great river are lost 

J j Listen to this song on Y OuTllbe 
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Cd’s/Dvd’s by Elisabeth den Otter 

-CD "Mamou Thiero: chansons Bozo / Somono”. 

Samake Records 07, 2009 
-CD "Chansons Bozo de Kirango (Mali)”. 

Samake Records 05, 2008 

-CD “Donfoli/Play the music. Bamanan and Bozo songs from Kirango, Mali”. 
Royal Tropical Institute/PAN records no. 4010 KCD, 1998 
-DVD "La fete des masques Bamanan de Kirango (Mali)”. 

Samake Records 06, 2008 

-DVD "Fetes des masques des enfants de Kirango (Mali)”. 

Samake Records 03, 2006 

-DVD "Fete de circoncision/fete des masques Bozo, Kirango (Mali)”. 

Samake Records 02, 2006 


You Tube video clip by Elisabeth den Otter 

-video of the Bamanan masquerade (7 min.): 
https:/ / www.youtube.com/watch?v=AREsSXmsBbc 


With thanks to: 

-Moussa Diakite, Fatmata Famanta, Tijani Karabenta, Bakari Karabenta, and many 
other people of Kirango 

-Esger Duintjer and Nienke Muurling, for checking the songtexts and overall text 
-Ludwig Pesch for assistance in digital matters 
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